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was his own leading actor, dominating an audience of
obsequious ministers and hesitant ambassadors. He left them
waiting a fortnight for his entrance, wondering what tragedies
were in store, as they sat and gossiped in the old castle of
Rastadt, while the winds of November howled through the fir-
trees of the Black Forest and lashed the distant waters of the
Rhine. Then he stepped briefly upon the stage, to decree that
the Low Countries must be swallowed up in France, that half
Italy must be a patchwork of petty Republics under French
dominion, that Austria could lick her wounds and content
herself by annexing Venice, that most ancient of Republics,
recently extinguished by his arms, which had 'held the
gorgeous East in fee' before ever an English ship had made
conquest in the Mediterranean. Men might grieve, English
poets might grieve, but 'that which once was great' had no
place in the new Europe of the Dictator.

He had plans, too, for Germany, not yet conquered, but
powerless to resist dictation. Sweden had claimed a vote in
German geography, had claimed it ever since Gustavus the
Great smashed through all German frontiers with his armies,
though this, as General Bonaparte sneered with some justice,
wasc . . . going back rather a long way'. Gustavus'namesake
and successor, his obstinate young Majesty, Gustav Adolf IV,
decreed that Sweden should speak to General Bonaparte
through the mouth of her well-beloved Count Hans Axel von
Fersen, ex-ambassador at the Court of France, Knight-
Designate of the Order of the Seraphim, Chancellor-Designate
of the ancient and learned University of Upsala. No meeting
could be more fruitless, but Kings must be obeyed, however
inappropriate their choice.

There was less ceremony about congresses these days,
though as much waiting about as ever. When Fersen had at
last penetrated into the heart of Rastadt Castle, he found
himself still in an ante-room, lit by Gothic arrow-slits, with no
Conqueror present to receive him. No one was there except a
staff officer, all plumes and tricolour sashes, bent over a map at
the folding desk which suggested tents rather than mediaeval
masonry. He was muttering the unwieldy names of petty
German towns.